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Choosing Among Alternative Brands: Revisiting the Way Involvement Drives 

Consumer Selectivity

Abstract

This study provides original theoretical and practical insights on the role of involvement in 

consumer decision making by demonstrating its negative effect on the relative size of the 

consideration set. Two experimental studies were conducted to test the relations between these 

constructs. The moderating effect of the nature of a product category and of the decision-

making context were also examined. The results suggest that high involvement makes 

consumers more selective when evaluating the brands, they consider for purchase. This points 

towards different marketing practices in order to enhance brand attitudes or strengthen brand 

awareness accordingly.

Keywords – Consumer Behaviour, Decision making, Involvement, Awareness set, 
Consideration set
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Introduction

Typically, consumers need to make numerous decisions and their decision making relies 

largely on cognitive processes (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), affective influences and the use of 

heuristics (e.g. Hoyer , 1984; Hauser, 1990; 2014; Gigerenzer & Selton, 2001). While trying 

to make a final choice, consumers tend to make this process more comprehensible by reducing 

the number of alternatives they are aware of (their awareness set, AS) into smaller sets of 

options (Pieters & Verplanken, 1995), known as consideration sets (CSs). The latter include 

the alternatives that consumers actually consider for their final selection (Shocker, Ben-Akiva, 

Boccara & Nedungadi, 1991). 

While CS practice is solidly established in prior literature (e.g. Shocker et al. 1991; 

Paulssen & Bagozzi, 2005; Wu & Rangaswamy, 2003), given the prominence of this process 

in decision making, there is, nonetheless, an ongoing interest in the dynamics of CS formation 

(e.g. Desai & Hoyer, 2000; Paulssen & Bagozzi, 2005). A variety of widely researched factors, 

such as perceived risk (Deshpande and Hoyer, 1983), product knowledge (e.g. Bettman and 

Park, 1980) and involvement (e.g. Bloch and Richins, 1983), can potentially regulate the way 

consumers ultimately select among alternatives. Involvement is of paramount importance in 

decision making, and a myriad of studies in the fields of social psychology, consumer 

behaviour and marketing have shown the role it can have when a purchase decision takes place. 

Still, there are striking inconsistencies in the existing literature regarding the role of 

involvement in the formation of a CS, pertaining mostly to the different approaches in the 

conceptualization of involvement (Festinger, 1957; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981; 

Freedman, 1964; Howard & Sheth, 1969; Krugman, 1965; Gilovich et al. 2002; Gigerenzer, 

2000). The employment of different types of involvement (e.g. purchase involvement as 

opposed to product involvement) and the use of various and sometimes conflicting 
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categorizations and terminologies to describe each of the two constructs have produced 

contradictory results; hence, this calls for clarification and additional exploration.

Thus, whilst involvement is heavily researched already, there is still a need for further 

research in this area. The contribution of the present study lies in the approach we adopt to 

examine how involvement impacts the way consumers form sets of alternatives in their 

decision making. Our proposition is based on the fact that involvement has a direct effect on 

AS size, which, in turn, has a direct effect on CS size. In other words, there is a significant 

direct effect of AS size on CS size, the magnitude and extent of which is relatively 

undetermined in the extant literature. Here we depart from the conventional analysis of the 

effect of involvement on the decision-making process by employing the ratio of CS relative to 

AS in our research. 

On this basis, we first aimed to advance existing research on the way 

involvement impacts the size of CS relative to AS. Additionally, we found new 

empirical evidence on how this effect is shaped in both memory-based and stimuli-

based choice contexts, as the extant literature seems to exclusively focus on 

stimuli-based choice contexts (e.g. Paulssen & Bagozzi, 2005; Kardes, 1994; Kardes 

et al. 2004). Finally, we further extended our analysis to show how involvement 

drives consumer selectivity by studying the consumer evaluations of the 

alternatives/brands they choose to include in their final set of alternatives in their 

CS.

The decision-making process, consideration set and awareness set

Early researchers developed frameworks and models to explain consumer decision 

making (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Engel et al., 1968; Howard & Sheth, 1969; Nicossia, 1966). 

Most studies on decision making converge on the idea that consumers tend to economize on 
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the cognitive effort required to reach a purchase decision (e.g. Lleras et al., 2017; Bremer, 

Heitmann & Schreiner, 2016; Turley, & LeBlanc, 1995). In other words, consumers usually do 

not process all available alternatives upon a particular decision-making occasion but evaluate 

only the acceptable ones (e.g. Hauser, 2015; Desai & Hoyer, 2000; Narayana & Markin, 1975; 

Nedungadi, 1990; Shocker, Ben-Akiva, Boccara, & Nedungadi, 1991). On this ground, several 

two-stage or multiple-stage decision-making models and alternative categorizations have been 

developed in order to understand the consumer decision-making process and final choice (e.g. 

Gensch, 1987; Johnson & Paye, 1985; Manrai & Andrews, 1994; Brizoux & Laroche, 1980; 

Narayana & Markin, 1975; Shocker, Ben-Akiva, Boccara, & Nedungadi, 1991). In particular, 

Shocker et al. (1991) have proposed a multi-stage, sequential decision-making model involving 

a series of hierarchical sets of alternatives. The universal set includes all the brands in a product 

category that are available in the market. The AS, a subset of the universal set, includes only 

those brands that the consumer can retrieve from memory (Alba & Chattopadhyay, 1985). The 

nature of a product category (e.g. Roberts, 1989) and involvement (Brisoux & Cheron, 1990; 

Zaichkowsky, 1985) are two key factors that have been found to play an important role in 

determining the size of the AS. For instance, Narayana and Markin (1975) found an average 

size of 6.5, 3.5 and 10.6 brands in the ASs of toothpaste, deodorant and beer, respectively. The 

size of the AS is also determined by consumer factors, such as involvement with the product 

category or the relevant purchase decision. Highly involved consumers hold larger awareness 

sets compared to less involved consumers (Brisoux & Cheron, 1990; Zaichkowsky, 1985). The 

size of the has been found to influence the formation of the CS (e.g. Brasel, 2008; Irwin & 

Naylor, 2009). Specifically, Irwin and Naylor (2009) suggest that consumers are more likely 

to follow an include strategy vs. an exclude strategy in their CS formation when dealing with 

large awareness sets. This in turn, will lead consumers to have more positive thoughts and less 

negative thoughts while formulating their CSs (Goodman & Broniarczyk, 2009). On the 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167811616301276
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contrary, when they are dealing with smaller awareness sets consumers tend to use an exclude 

strategy (Irwin & Naylor, 2009). 

The CS, a subset of the AS, includes those brands that the consumer subsequently 

scrutinizes in order to reach a final decision (e.g. Hauser, 2015; Kardes et al., 1993; Lu & 

Nayakankuppam, 2011; He et al, 2016). The inclusion of the consideration set in decision-

making models improves the prediction of choice (e.g. Jang, Prasad & Ratchford, 2012; 

Stocchi, Banelis & Wright, 2016; Lleras et al., 2017). Recent studies strengthen the belief that 

role of the CS in decision-making models is fundamental. For example, Beynon, Moutinho and 

Veloutsou (2017) studied choice via a utilization of the Dempster-Shafer/Analytic Hierarchy 

Process method and highlighted that the notion of the CS is vital in this method. According to 

Kim, Albuquerque and Bronnerberg (2010), the CS is a result of an active evaluation of the 

alternatives that the consumer is aware. On the contrary, Draganska and Klapper (2011) 

suggest that the CS is a result of firms’ advertising activities. Understanding the factors that 

determine the exclusion or inclusion of a brand in the CS is important, since inclusion is a 

prerequisite for final choice (e.g. Hauser, 2015; Hauser & Wernerfelt, 1990; Hutschinson et 

al., 1994; Kardes et al., 1993). Both external factors, such as characteristics of the purchase 

situation (e.g. Nedungadi, 1990; Ratneshwar & Shocker, 1991), marketing activities (e.g. 

Herrmann, Walliser & Kacha, 2010; Van Nierop et al. 2010; Chen & Jiang, 2017; Baxendale, 

Macdonald & Wilson, 2015), product related uncertainty (Allender & Richards, 2015) and 

properties of the brand (Kardes & Kalyanaram, 1992; Robinson & Fornell, 1985), as well as 

consumer factors, such as involvement (e.g. Belonax & Javalgi, 1989; Houston & Rothschild, 

1978), memory abstraction (e.g. Lu & Nayakankuppam, 2011), selective focus on a specific 

brand (Coates, Butler & Berry, 2004; Van Kerckhove, Vermeir & Geuens, 2011), demand for 

variety (Allende & Richards, 2015), past choices (Romaniuk & Nenycz-Thiel, 2016) and brand 

commitment (e.g. Desai & Raju, 2007; Erdem & Swait, 2004) have been implicated in the 
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selection of brands for consideration. Moreover, according to Priester et al. (2004), the 

consideration of a brand mediates the influence of attitude and attitude strength on consumer 

choice.

Consumer researchers have investigated various descriptive properties of the CS, 

including its size, variety (homogeneity vs. heterogeneity) and stability (e.g. Desai & Hoyer, 

2000, Mitra, 1995; Rizomyliotis et al., 2017; Akamatsu, 2016; Trinh, 2015). The size of the 

CS (i.e. the number of brands a consumer considers for purchase), in particular has received 

extensive research attention, since it provides important information about the competitive 

advantage of a brand. The importance of the size of the CS lies in the fact that the inclusion of 

a brand in a small CS, compared to its inclusion in a larger one, reveals a stronger advantage 

because each brand competes against fewer alternatives and consequently has a larger 

probability of being chosen. Furthermore, the size of the set has been found to influence post-

purchase emotions. According to Su, Chen and Zhao (2008), large CSs lead to high levels of 

post-purchase regret. The factors that influence the size of the CS have also been extensively 

researched (e.g. Desai & Hoyer, 2000; Mitra, 1995; Lu & Nayakankuppan, 2011; Desai & 

Raju, 2007; Pham & Chang, 2010). For instance, brand commitment (Desai & Raju, 2007), 

extremeness of the options and consumer compromise (Yoo, Park & Kim, 2017), individual 

processing mindsets (i.e. concrete vs. abstract; Lu & Nayakankuppam, 2011), inclusion vs. 

exclusion consideration strategies (Irwin & Naylor, 2009; Goodman & Broniarczyk, 2009), 

regulatory focus (Barone et al., 2017; Pham & Chang, 2010) and its effects (Barone et al., 

2017) are only few of the factors that have been identified by recent research to influence the 

size of the CS. 

Hauser and Wernerfelt (1990) summarize the evidence regarding the size of the CS for 

a large number of product categories. The mean (or median) size ranges from 2 to 8.1 brands 

with most sets in the range of 3 to 6 brands. This evidence suggests that most CSs are small 
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and that people tend to consider significantly fewer brands than the total number available. 

Finally, the nature of the product category seems to have an effect on the size of the CS. For 

instance, according to Suh (2009), consumers tend to form larger CSs for utilitarian products 

as opposed to hedonic products.

The size of the consideration set relative to the size of the awareness set 

Most relevant studies focus on the absolute size of the CS; in other words, they do not 

examine whether small or large CSs emerge from small or large awareness sets. Although 

Howard and Sheth (1969) were the first to suggest that the size of the CS is positively related 

to the size of the AS (see also Gruca, 1989; Reilly & Parkinson, 1985). A limited number of 

studies have more specifically focused on the proportional relation between the sizes of the 

two sets. In an early review of relevant research, Roberts (1989) observed that, in general, the 

size of the AS is twice or even three times the size of the CS. Crowley and Williams (1991) 

suggest that the ratio of the size of the CS relative to the size of the AS is approximately 0.37 

when the size of the AS is rather large (e.g. for automobiles), and the ratio is 0.63 when the AS 

is rather small (e.g. TV sets). Similarly, Elliott and Warfield (1993) report ratios of 0.23 to 0.46 

across four product categories (athletic footwear, toothpaste, stereo receivers, and potato 

chips). 

Decision-making context and the size of the consideration set 

In everyday life, consumers make both memory-based and stimulus-based purchase 

decisions (Kardes, 1994; Kardes et al., 2004; Lee, 2002; Lynch & Srull, 1982; Posavac, 

Herzenstein & Sanbonmatsu, 2003; Rottenstreich et al., 2007; Pandelaere & Dewitte, 2006; 

Spears, Ketron & Ngamsiriudom, 2016). Although this distinction represents an 

oversimplification, since most decisions involve both retrieved and externally available 
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information (e.g. Lee, 2002), it facilitates the study of related phenomena. Memory-based and 

stimulus-based decision types are distinct with no significant relation found between them 

(DuPlessis 1994; Tulving 1983). Building on the work of Kahneman and Frederick (2002), 

Rottenstreich, Sood and Brenner (2007) suggest that decisions are more automatic, associative 

and rapid (termed the System 1 mode of thought) in a memory-based context, whereas 

decisions are usually slow, deliberate and based on deductive thinking (the System 2 mode of 

thought) in stimuli-based contexts. Moreover, memory-based decision making is highly 

depleted from limited processing capacity, while stimulus-based decision making uses less 

mental resources (Rottenstreich et al., 2007). 

In terms of sequential decision making, this distinction implies that the alternative 

brands that are included in the AS and, consequently, in the CS, can be either present in the 

purchase environment (stimulus-based) or retrieved from memory (memory-based; Posavac, 

Herzenstein & Sanbonmatsu, 2003). As opposed to stimulus-based choices where alternatives 

are available to the consumer, in memory-based choices alternative options first have to be 

constructed or retrieved from memory (Posavac, Herzenstein & Sanbonmatsu, 2003; Stocchi, 

Banelis & Wright, 2016). In memory-based CS formation, consumers have to maintain the 

alternative options in their working memory and thus is associated with greater cognitive loads 

than stimulus-based choices (Rottenstreich et al., 2007; Drolet et al, 2005). In contrast, under 

the relevant stimulus-based procedure, there is no need to maintain alternatives in working 

memory and thus the task of forming the consideration set occurs in a rich (in terms of mental 

resources) context (Rottenstreich et al., 2007). 

Most of the studies on CSs are conducted in either a memory-based or a stimulus-based 

context (e.g. Barone et al., 2017), which does not allow the making of any comparisons 

between memory-based and stimulus-based CS formation. Results of limited relevant studies 

indicate that, in general, stimulus-based CSs are larger than memory-based (Du Plessis, 1994; 
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Nordfalt et al., 2004; Rottenstreich et al., 2007). 

Consumer involvement and the size of the consideration set

Involvement has been the cause of much controversy amongst scholars, given its various 

conceptualizations and measurements (Andrews, Durvasula & Atkhter, 1990; O’Cass, 2000). 

In social judgement theory, involvement is defined in terms of the embeddedness of highly 

involving attitudes in the self-structure (Sherif et al., 1965) and in terms of the way individuals 

define themselves (Ostrom & Brock, 1968). According to a meta-analysis by Johnson and 

Eagly (1989), this conceptualization of involvement is relevant to important social aspects of 

an individual’s life and values and is, thus, called value-relevant involvement. In cognitive 

response theory, Petty and Cacioppo (1979) first defined involvement on the basis of an 

individual’s recognition of the importance and the expected outcome of an issue and suggested 

that a high level of personal importance significantly increases an individual’s level of 

cognitive processing. Johnson and Eagly (1989) named this type of involvement outcome-

relevant involvement. 

In the area of consumer behaviour, researchers have focused on consumer involvement. 

Prior research suggests that consumers’ cognitive and behavioural activities vary depending on 

the level of consumer involvement (e.g. Spears, Ketron & Ngamsiriudom, 2016; Drescher, 

Roosen, & Marette, 2014; Chaiken, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo, 1979, 1981; Pieters & 

Verplanken, 1995; Antill, 1984) and thus, involvement has significant influence on consumer 

behaviour (e.g. Xie & Jia, 2016; Bezencon & Blili, 2011; Drescher, Roosen, & Marette, 2014; 

Spears, Ketron & Ngamsiriudom, 2016) and specifically on the decision-making process (e.g. 

Bauer, 2006). It has been consistently related to the size of both the AS (Brisoux & Cheron, 

1990; Crowley & Williams, 1991) and the CS (Belonax & Javalgi, 1989; Divine, 1995; 

Lapersonne et al., 1995; Traylor & Joseph, 1984). 

Product involvement and purchase involvement are the most popular types of consumer 
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involvement in the relevant literature (e.g. Richins et al., 1992; Zaichkowsky, 1985). Product 

involvement refers to the (relatively stable) perceived importance and personal interest in a 

product category (e.g. Li & Richards, 2016; Malar et al., 2011). Purchase involvement, on the 

other hand, is a temporary state and refers to the consumer’s perceived importance and personal 

interest in a specific purchase decision (e.g. Ζaichkowsky, 1985; Michaelidou & Dibb, 2008). 

While these two types of involvement have different antecedents and are conceptually distinct, 

they have similar behavioural consequences (Houston & Rothschild, 1978; Richins & Bloch, 

1986; Richins et al., 1992; Zaichkowsky, 1985). Specifically, consumers that are highly 

involved either with a product category or a purchase decision, engage in extensive information 

search and in systematic thinking. This elaborate processing of information enhances 

knowledge of the product category and of the alternative brands (Greenwald & Leavitt, 1984; 

Houston & Rothschild, 1978; Zaichkowsky, 1985). Although similar in nature, the behavioural 

consequences of product involvement tend to be stable over time, while the consequences of 

purchase involvement tend to wear off once the purchase occasion is concluded (Chung & Zhai 

(2003). In this study, we employ purchase involvement to meet the objectives of the research 

and to serve the purposes of the experimental design. 

The effect of involvement on product category knowledge as well as on consumer 

motivation to expend the extra cognitive effort required for an optimal purchase decision 

implies a positive relation between the level of involvement and the size of the AS and CS. 

Indeed, research has consistently shown that highly involved consumers hold larger awareness 

sets (Belonax & Javalgi, 1989; Brisoux & Cheron, 1990; Crowley & Williams, 1991). 

However, the findings concerning the relation of involvement with the size of the CS are less 

clear. Some studies indicate that as the level of consumer involvement increases so does the 

size of the CS (e.g. Divine, 1995; Gronhaug, 1973; Gruca 1989; Lapersonne et al., 1995). Other 

studies, however, point to a negative relation due to narrower acceptance range (Belonax & 
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Javalgi, 1989), or to a non-significant link between the two variables (Brisoux & Cheron, 

1990). Moreover, Van Kerckhove, Vermeir and Geuens (2011) suggest that involvement may 

only have a moderating effect on the composition of the CS.

The empirical discrepancies in the involvement/consideration set size relation might be 

partly explained by the different operationalizations of involvement (Zaichkowsky, 1985) and 

the inconsistent decision-making contexts (memory- vs. stimulus-based) across studies. 

Moreover, product and purchase involvement depend on the specific values, interests, and 

needs of the consumer and therefore are mostly examined as individual factors (e.g. Evans et 

al., 2009). However, the nature of a product category might also determine the level of 

individual involvement (e.g. Nagar, 2015). Characteristics of the product category, such as the 

complexity and risk associated with a purchase decision or the differentiation among the 

alternative brands, can be instrumental in determining the absolute level of consumer 

involvement (Zaichkowsky, 1985; Malar et al, 2011). For instance, the level of involvement of 

a consumer that is highly involved with the purchase of durable technological product might 

be significantly higher than the level of involvement of a consumer highly involved with the 

purchase of a low-cost fast-moving consumer good. In this sense, product categories can be 

classified as more or less involving, on the basis of the mean level of involvement they tend to 

evoke to consumers. In general, high involvement product categories are associated with larger 

universal sets and higher levels of perceived product differentiation and decision risk (e.g. 

Richins & Bloch, 1986). For example, toothpaste and yogurt are considered as low involvement 

product categories, while jeans and wristwatches usually evoke higher levels of involvement 

(Bauer, 2006). For high involvement product categories, consumers are willing to put more 

effort into the decision-making process (Chung & Zhai, 2003) and engage in extensive stimuli 

processing (Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014; Liu & Shrum, 2009). It is possible that such 

differences across product categories might in turn influence the relation between individual 
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involvement and the size of the consideration set and therefore might also account for the 

empirical inconsistencies. 

The current research 

Although studies have established that consumer involvement is positively associated 

with the size of the awareness sets, the relation of involvement with the size of the consideration 

set is less clear (e.g. Divine, 1995). The main objective of the present research is to examine 

the hypothesis that although highly involved consumers are aware of more brands, they also 

tend to consider for purchase a smaller proportion of the brands they are aware of compared to 

less-involved consumers. In other words, the focus of the present research is on the size of the 

CS relative to the size of the corresponding AS. 

Highly involved consumers hold larger awareness sets (Brisoux & Cheron, 1990; 

Crowley & Williams, 1991) and therefore have a larger pool of alternatives from which to 

select those they will consider for purchase. High involvement may therefore increase the size 

of the CS indirectly by increasing the size of the AS. At the same time, as the AS size increases 

consumers are more likely to follow an inclusion strategy vs. an exclusion strategy in their CS 

formation, which leads to a smaller CS (Irwin & Naylor, 2009). Moreover, high involvement 

can decrease the size of the CS by making consumers more demanding concerning the 

performance of the brands they consider for purchase.

 According to social judgment theory (Sherif & Hovland, 1961), high involvement with 

an issue is associated with wider latitudes of rejection and narrower latitudes of acceptance of 

positions different than the individual’s. In the context of consumer behaviour, social judgment 

theory has been used to explain how demanding consumers are regarding product performance. 

High involvement decreases the size of the consideration set by narrowing consumer latitudes 

of brand acceptance (Belonax & Javalgi, 1989). 
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This dual role of involvement implies that highly involved consumers, despite holding 

larger awareness sets, also tend to exclude from purchase consideration those brands that do 

not satisfy the higher standards they set. Although the effect of these parallel mechanisms is 

more accurately reflected on the relative size of the CS, research on the effects of involvement 

on sequential decision making has concentrated on the absolute number of considered brands. 

The aim of the present research was to address this gap. We expected that under high 

involvement conditions, consumers are aware of more brands, yet they consider for purchase 

a smaller proportion of these brands. Thus, the following hypothesis was tested: 

H1: High levels of involvement decrease the size of the consideration set relative to the size 

of the awareness set. 

We also expected that this negative effect of involvement on the relative size of the 

consideration set would be due to its effect on consumers’ selectivity. In order to explore this, 

we looked into consumers’ alternative evaluations. Specifically, according to social judgment 

theory (Sherif & Hovland, 1961), when individuals are highly involved with a specific concept 

or idea they hold a limited latitude of acceptance. Latitude of acceptance is a person's own 

stand towards a specific issue and the other positions that he or she finds acceptable (Johnson 

& Eagly, 1989). In consumer decision making, this can be translated as a consumer’s 

acceptable performance range in a specific product category or purchase when constructing 

their CSs (Rothchild & Houston, 1977; Belonax & Javalgi, 1989). In other words, we expect 

highly involved consumers, who have limited latitudes of acceptance, to accept for purchase 

consideration only those brands from their awareness sets that are highly evaluated. 

H2: Highly involved consumers include in their consideration sets more positively evaluated 
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brands compared to less-involved consumers. 

Crowley and Williams (1991), while looking into the findings of seven previous studies on 

consideration and choice, observed that CSs were larger when formed with aided recall 

(stimuli-based) rather than unaided recall (memory based). Memory-based choices require the 

recollection of alternatives directly from long-term memory. The process of recalling 

alternatives requires much effort and is restricted due to limited processing capacity (e.g. 

Miller, 1956), and engages more mental resources than stimuli-based choices where 

alternatives are available in the external environment (e.g. Lynch and Srull 1982; Rottenstreich 

et al. 2007; Kahneman and Frederick, 2002). Moreover, while an individual is aiming to recall 

one additional alternative the other alternatives need to be maintained in the working memory, 

making the recall process restrict even further the available mental resources. Finally, memory-

based decisions are based on serial recall inferences (i.e. retrieval of an alternative based on 

other similar recalled alternatives; Alba & Chattopadhyay 1985; Romaniuk, 2013; Romaniuk& 

Nenycz-Thiel, 2013), which results in similar alternatives being retrieved. 

H3: In memory-based decisions the size of the consideration set relative to the size of the 

awareness set is higher as opposed to stimuli-based choices.

In stimuli-based choices where alternatives are already available and there is no need 

to maintain them in short-term memory, mental resources are available to be used in the 

recognition and processing of additional alternatives. Memory-based choice is following the 

System 1 mode of thought (Rottenstreich et al. 2007), which tends to be automatic and rapid, 

while stimuli-based choices follow System 2, which is slow and controlled. Taking all these 

points into account, it is expected that the recalled awareness set contains fewer alternatives 
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and thus does not allow consumers to be as selective as in stimuli-based decisions when 

forming their CSs.

Study 1

Introduction 

We sought to test in an experimental setting the hypothesized effect of involvement and 

decision-making context on the relative size of the consideration set (H1; H3). In order to test 

the focal relationship without the possible confounds of pre-existing beliefs and attitudes, we 

focused here on a fictitious product category and on fictitious brands. A second objective of 

the study was to examine the proposed explanation for the effect of involvement on the relative 

size of the consideration set by including brand evaluation measures. Specifically, we 

examined whether highly involved consumers, compared to less-involved consumers, tended 

to include in their CSs more positively evaluated brands (H2). Moreover, a manipulation of the 

decision-making context was included in the study in order to test for possible moderating 

effects. 

Methods 

Participants and design. A total of 119 undergraduate students (31 male, Mage = 20.91, 

SD = 1.55) were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 × 2 (purchase involvement – high 

or low  ×  decision-making context – memory- or stimulus-based), between-subjects 

experimental design

Product selection. Digital cameras with an instant photo print function served as the 

fictitious product category. A pre-test was conducted in order to create the experimental 

material and specifically to select brand names and product attributes (N = 28). The pre-test 

measured the importance of 26 digital camera attributes on a nine-point scale and assessed 44 



17

fictitious brand names on the basis of likeability, suitability and recall rate, each on nine-point 

scales. Four attributes with the highest importance means (M-image resolution = 8.21, STD = 

.83; M-price = 7.32, STD = 1.60; M-printing quality = 7.75, STD = 1.67; M-printing speed = 

6.79, STD = 1.91) and eight brand names with similar suitability, likeability and recall 

combinations were selected (i.e. I-Tec, Cobra, Cool-Cam, EarthCam, Genius, IΤ Works, 

Maxell, Premier) to reduce compound effects from the brand name. All brand names chosen 

had 7–8 recalls, were evaluated in average from 5.28 to 6.56 for likeability and from 4.73 to 

6.64 for suitability. STDs were also taken into account. 

Procedure and manipulations. Purchase involvement was manipulated by means of 

experimental instructions. Low-involvement participants were informed that the product had 

been launched in a foreign market and would not be marketed in their local market. In contrast, 

high-involvement participants were informed that the product would soon be launched in their 

local market. They were also informed that those participants who followed a valid and well 

executed decision-making process would enter a draw to win a digital camera. Following the 

involvement manipulation, participants were presented with a short description of the new 

product category and were exposed to information concerning the attributes of the eight 

alternative brands. The information was presented in a table format with the respective score 

of each brand on each of the four selected attributes. 

Immediately after the presentation of the experimental material, participants were asked 

to complete a 30-minute filler task. Subsequently, they were asked to form their awareness 

sets. Participants in the stimulus-based condition were presented with a list including the 

experimental and several other brands and were asked to indicate which brands they could 

recognize. Participants in the memory-based condition were simply asked to recall as many 

brands as they could. Subsequently, all participants were asked to form their CSs. Participants 

were presented with the following prompt: ‘Imagine that you need to buy a digital camera. 
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Which brands would you consider for purchase?’ Finally, participants were asked to evaluate 

each brand they had included in their CS. At the end of the procedure, the aim and the 

experimental manipulations were explained to participants. 

Measures and manipulation check. The size of the awareness set (AS size) was 

operationalized as the number of brands retrieved by each participant. Similarly, the number 

of brands included in the consideration set was used as an index of the absolute size of the 

consideration set (CS size). The CS size/AS size ratio was used as an index of the relative size 

of the consideration set. 

Participants were also asked to evaluate each brand included in their consideration set 

on a seven-point scale anchored by ‘I don’t like it at all’ (1) and ‘I like it very much’ (7). 

Moreover, the mean of four seven-point scales was used to check the effectiveness of the 

involvement manipulation (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.80). Specifically, participants were asked to 

rate the perceived personal relevance of the category, the personal importance of making the 

right purchase decision in the category, their personal interest in judging the quality of the 

brands in the category and how carefully they had formed their consideration set (Park and 

Hastak, 1994). 

Study 1 Results and Discussion 

Mean CSsize /AS size was 0.60 (SD = .26), across conditions (Table 1). Consistent with 

the experimental manipulation, participants in the high involvement condition were more 

involved with the purchase decision (M= 5.34, SD = 1.27) than participants in the low 

involvement condition (M = 4.17, SD = 1.28; t(1,117) = - 4.31, p< 0.01). 
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Table 1. Means (and SDs) of AS size, CS size, CS size/ AS size and CS brand evaluation 

(Study 1)

Memory-based Stimulus-based Total

HI LI total HI LI total HI LI total

CS size/ AS 

size

0.62 

(0.27)

0.81 

(0.22)

0.71 

(0.26)

0.35 

(0.14)

0.66 

(0.19)

0.51 

(0.23)

0.48 

(0.25)

0.73 

(0.22)

0.60 

(0.26)

CS brand 

evaluation

5.23 

(0.87)

4.88 

(1.03)

5.06 

(0.96)

5.60 

(0.91)

5.11 

(1.05)

5.34 

(1.01)

5.42 

(0.90)

5.00 

(1.03)

5.21 

(0.99)

HI = high involvement, LI = low involvement
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In line with H1, involvement had a significant main effect on the relative size of the 

CS. Specifically, as can be seen in Table 1, participants in the high-involvement condition 

included in their CS a smaller proportion of the brands they were aware of compared to 

participants in the low-involvement condition (F(1,114) = 41.75, p <0.001). As would be 

expected, the decision-making context also had a significant main effect on CS size/AS size, 

providing support for H3. Participants in the stimulus-based context included in their CS a 

smaller proportion of the brands they were aware of compared to participants in the memory-

based context (F(1,114) = 29.20, p <0.001). There was no significant interaction between the 

two variables. 

Furthermore, as can be seen in Table 1, the average evaluation of brands considered for 

purchase was significantly more positive in the high- than in the low-involvement condition 

(F(1,115) = 5.64, p < 0.05). This finding supports H2 and indicates that as involvement 

increases consumers tend to become more demanding and to consider for purchase the more 

positively evaluated brands compared to less-involved consumers. This is in line with social 

judgment theory, which suggests that highly involved consumers hold narrow latitudes of 

acceptance (Sherif & Hovland, 1961). The decision-making context did not have a significant 

effect on mean brand evaluation and there was no significant interaction between the two 

independent variables. 

Study2

Introduction

The results of the previous study suggested that highly involved consumers, compared 

to less involved consumers, are aware of more brands yet they consider for purchase a smaller 

proportion of more positively evaluated brands. In our second study, we sought to replicate and 

extend these findings. Specifically, we measured and compared the evaluation of all brands 
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included in participants’ awareness sets. In addition, we sought to integrate the findings of the 

previous study by investigating the effects of involvement and decision-making context as well 

as product category involvement on the CS size /AS size. We used th product categories jeans 

(high involvement) and bottled water (low involvement).

Methods 

Participants and design. One hundred and four undergraduate students (43 male, Mage 

= 21.93, SD = 2.92) were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 × 2 × 2 (purchase 

involvement – high or low  × decision-making context – memory- or stimulus-based × product 

category – high or low involvement), mixed experimental design, with product category as a 

within-subjects factor. 

Product selection and procedure. The product categories of jeans (high involvement, 

M = 5.68, STD = 1.66) and bottled water (low involvement, M = 271, STD = 1.94) were selected 

on the basis of two pre-tests (N1= 30 and N2= 28). The first pre-test measured the product 

involvement of 36 product categories on a seven-point scale and the second pre-test tested on 

a seven-point scale the appropriateness of involvement manipulation for the two chosen 

product categories, i.e. jeans and bottled water. The universal set of each category included 44 

(jeans) and 22 (bottled water) brands. The study was questionnaire-based. Data were collected 

in small group sessions. The questionnaire comprised two identical parts, one for each product 

category. All participants answered both parts. The order of the parts in the questionnaires was 

randomized in order to control for potential spillover effects from one product category to the 

other. In each part, participants were first asked to report their level of purchase involvement 

and were then asked to either ‘list as many brands as they could recall’ (memory-based 

condition) or to ‘recognize as many brands as they could from a given list’ (stimuli-based 

condition) in each category. Immediately after constructing their awareness sets, participants 
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were presented with the following prompt: ‘Imagine that you need to buy a [pair of jeans/bottle 

of water]. Which brands would you consider for purchase?’ A manipulation of purchase 

involvement, as well as evaluative measures of all brands included in participants’ awareness 

sets was also included. At the end of the procedure, participants were debriefed and dismissed. 

Manipulation. Purchase involvement was manipulated by means of experimental 

instructions. Participants in the low-involvement condition were informed that after the 

completion of the research they would enter a drawing to win a pen. In contrast, participants in 

the high involvement condition were informed that those participants who would follow a valid 

decision-making process and reach the correct purchase decisions would enter a drawing to 

win one (or a set, in the case of bottled water) of the brands they had included in their CSs. 

Measures and manipulation check. CS size/AS size was assessed in a manner similar 

to that of Study 1. Brand evaluations and the manipulation check of involvement (Cronbach’s 

alpha = 0.80) were based on the same items used in Study 1. 

Study 2 Results and Discussion 

Tables 2 and 3 present descriptive statistics of the focal variables for the two product 

categories. Mean CS size/AS size was smaller in the high involvement (jeans) than in the low 

involvement (bottled water) category (t(103) = 7.14, p < .01). The manipulation of involvement 

was successful in both the jeans (Mhigh involvement = 6.12 (SD = .92) vs. Mlow involvement 

= 5.65 (SD = 1.19); t(102) = -2.27, p < 0.05) and the bottled water category (Mhigh involvement 

= 4.96 (SD = 1.25) vs. Mlow involvement = 4.35 (SD = 1.47); t(102) = -2.24, p < 0.05). 
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Table 2. Means (and SDs) of AS size, CS size, CS size/ AS size, CS brand evaluation, AS 
brand evaluation and evaluation difference for the jeans category (Study 2)

Memory-based Stimulus-based Total

HI LI total HI LI total HI LI total

CS size/ 
AS size

0.53 
(0.18)

0.70 
(0.28)

0.62 
(0.25)

0.24 
(0.12)

0.39 
(0.35)

0.32 
(0.27)

0.38 
(0.21)

0.55 
(0.35)

0.47 
(0.30)

CS brand 
evaluation

5.98 
(0.78)

5.14 
(1.31)

5.53 
(1.16)

5.89 
(0.76)

5.42 
(0.94)

5.66 
(0.88)

5.93 
(0.76)

5.28 
(1.14)

5.60 
(1.03)

AS brand 
evaluation

4.79 
(0.79)

4.84 
(0.87)

4.82 
(0.82)

4.58 
(1.02)

4.60 
(1.01)

4.49 
(1.01)

4.68 
(0.91)

4.72 
(0.94)

4.70 
(0.92)

CS-AS 
brand 
evaluation 
difference

1.18 
(0.92)

0.30 
(1.33)

0.72 
(1.23)

1.28 
(1.31)

0.83 
(0.94)

1.05 
(1.15)

1.24 
(1.12)

0.56 
(1.18)

0.88 
(1.20)

HI = high involvement, LI = low involvement
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Table 3. Means (and SDs) of AS size, CS size, CS size/ AS size, CS brand evaluation, AS 
brand evaluation and evaluation difference the bottled water category (Study 2)

Memory-based Stimulus-based Total

HI LI total HI LI total HI LI total

CS size/ 

AS size

0.71 

(0.23)

0.85 

(0.23)

0.78 

(0.24)

0.49 

(0.20)

0.72 

(0.28)

0.60 

(0.27)

0.60 

(0.24)

0.66 

(0.33)

0.69 

(0.27)

CS brand 

evaluation

5.94 

(0.71)

5.46 

(0.92)

5.69 

(0.85)

5.68 

(0.85)

5.20 

(0.95)

5.39 

(0.91)

5.79 

(0.80)

5.33 

(0.94)

5.54 

(0.89)

AS brand 

evaluation

4.69 

(1.06)

5.32 

(0.85)

5.01 

(1.00)

4.96 

(1.05)

4.88 

(1.03)

4.92 

(1.03)

4.83 

(1.05)

5.10 

(0.96)

4.96 

(1.01)

CS-AS 

brand 

evaluation 

difference

1.25 

(1.08)

0.15 

(0.76)

0.68 

(1.07)

0.62 

(1.20)

0.32 

(1.05)

0.47 

(1.13)

0.92 

(1.17)

0.23 

(0.91)

0.57 

(1.10)

HI = high involvement, LI = low involvement



25

Consistent with the findings of the previous study, involvement had a negative effect 

on CS size/AS size (F(1,100) = 21.85, p < 0.01). Specifically, participants included in their 

consideration set a smaller proportion of the brands they were aware of in the high- (M = 0.49, 

SD = 0.25) than in the low-involvement condition (M = 0.66, SD = 0.33). This finding further 

corroborates H1. Moreover, the influence of product category was explored with repeated 

measures analysis, and a main effect on CS size/AS size emerged (F(1,100) = 42.74, p < 0.01). 

Specifically, as can be seen in Tables 2 and 3, in the high-involvement category participants 

were more selective (Mjeans = 0.47) compared to participants in the low-involvement category 

(Mwater = 0.69). In addition, there was a significant main effect of decision-making context. In 

particular, as suggested by H3, CS size/AS size was larger in the memory-based (M = 0.71, 

SD = 0.25) than in the stimulus-based context (M = 0.51, SD = 0.30; F(1,100) = 42.74, p < 

0.01). No interaction effects emerged between the three independent variables. 

Generally, these findings further corroborate the hypothesized effect of involvement on 

the relative size of the CS (H1) and indicate that as involvement increases, consumers tend to 

consider for purchase a smaller proportion of retrieved brands. In addition, the results indicate 

that the relative size of the CS is also smaller in the case of high-involvement product categories 

as well as in the case of stimulus-based decisions. The effect of these variables appears to be 

additive. In other words, one should expect the CS to have the smallest relative size for 

consumers who are highly involved with purchase decisions for highly involving product 

categories and for those who are making stimuli-based decisions.

Consistent with H2 and in line with the findings of Study 1, the mean evaluation of 

brands included in the consideration set of high-involvement participants (M = 5.84, SD = 

0.78) was more positive compared to that of low-involvement participants (M = 5.30, SD = 

0.104; F(1,99) = 14.50, p < 0.01). The decision-making context and the nature of the product 

category did not have a significant effect on this variable. Moreover, there were no interactions 
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between the three independent variables. 

In order to further explore the hypothesized effect of involvement on the average 

evaluation of brands considered for purchase, we also calculated for each participant the 

difference between the average evaluation of considered brands and the average evaluation of 

(all) the brands included in his/her awareness set. Involvement was found to have a significant 

positive effect on this difference (F(1,98) = 15.17, p< 0.01). The average difference between 

the evaluation of retrieved and considered brands was higher for high-involvement (M = 1.07, 

SD = 1.15) than for low-involvement participants (M = 0.40, SD = 1.06). It should be noted 

that there was no significant difference in the average evaluation of the brands included in the 

awareness sets of high- and low-involvement participants. Moreover, the average difference 

between the evaluation of considered and retrieved brands was higher in the high-involvement 

(Mjeans = .88, SD = 1.20) than in the low-involvement category (Mwater = 0.55, SD = 1.09;F(1,98) 

= 6.37, p< 0.05). No other main effects or interactions emerged. 

Overall, the results indicate that consumers in high purchase involvement conditions 

and in high-involvement product categories have narrower latitudes of acceptance, making 

them more selective, and thus they tend to include in their CSs those brands they evaluate most 

positively.

Discussion 

The main focus of this research was to explore the effect of involvement on the relative 

size of the consideration set (CS size/AS size). Overall, our findings provide robust support for 

the hypothesized negative effect of involvement on the relative size of the CS and indicate that 

as involvement increases consumers tend to consider for purchase a smaller proportion of 

retrieved brands (H1; Studies 1, 2). 

High involvement enhances product category knowledge, and hence broadens 
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awareness sets (e.g. Brisoux & Cheron, 1990). It also increases consumer processing 

motivation and effort expended on the consideration of alternative brands when making a 

choice (e.g. Chakravarti & Janiszewski, 2003). It would be reasonable therefore to assume that 

high involvement increases the number of brands selected from consumer awareness sets for 

purchase consideration. Our findings, however, suggest that a competing and presumably 

stronger mechanism might be in operation, limiting the proportion of retrieved brands that are 

subsequently scrutinized. Specifically, high involvement seems to narrow consumer latitudes 

of acceptance and to make them select only their most positively evaluated brands for purchase 

consideration. Consistent with H2, the average evaluation of brands considered for purchase 

by high-involvement participants was higher than that of low-involvement participants 

(Studies 1 and 2). In addition, the mean evaluation of brands included in the CS relative to the 

mean evaluation of brands included in the AS was higher in the case of high-involvement 

participants compared to that of low-involvement participants (Study 2). 

The relative size of the CS was also found to be smaller in the case of the high-

involvement product category (Studies 2), indicating that, in addition to individual 

involvement, the level of involvement implicated by the nature of a product category also plays 

a role in determining the probability of purchase consideration of a brand. Consumers seem to 

be more selective in the case of high-involvement product categories. These findings provide 

support for the social judgment theory, as it seems that consumers have narrower latitudes of 

acceptance in high-involvement conditions.

It is further interesting to note the significant effect of decision-making context on CS 

size/AS size (H3). This ratio was found to be larger in memory- than in stimulus-based 

contexts, indicating that consumers include a larger proportion of the retrieved brands in their 

consideration set in the former case (Studies 1 and 2). Awareness sets are smaller in memory- 

than in stimulus-based decisions, since they involve a recall vs. a recognition process (Crowley 
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& Williams, 1991; Rottenstreich et al., 2007). Consumers making memory-based purchase 

decisions have therefore a limited number of alternatives to choose from and thus cannot be as 

selective on which brands to consider for purchase as in the case of on-line decisions. 

The demonstrated negative effect of involvement on the relative size of the CS points 

towards different marketing methods in the case of purchase decisions made under different 

levels of involvement. In the case of low-involvement decisions, consumers hold wider 

latitudes of acceptance and, therefore, consider for purchase a larger proportion of the brands 

they are aware of. Thus, marketing efforts should focus on the first stage of sequential decision 

making and specifically on enhancing brand awareness and accessibility and thus on increasing 

the probability of brand inclusion in consumer awareness sets. Such efforts could include the 

use of reminder and point-of purchase advertising. Marketing efforts could also focus on 

strengthening the association of a brand with a specific consumption occasion or need that it 

satisfies (Desai & Hoyer, 2000). In contrast, in the case of high-involvement purchase 

decisions, because consumers hold wider latitudes of rejection and exclude from consideration 

a larger proportion of retrieved brands, marketing efforts should also focus on subsequent 

stages of the decision-making process and specifically on enhancing brand attitudes. Such 

efforts include providing strong arguments and clear reasons for brand preference (e.g. through 

argumentative advertising copy), since high involvement also motivates consumers to process 

product related information when forming their attitudes (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

The use of a limited number of product categories restricts the generalizability of our 

findings. Future research should investigate the relation of consumer involvement with the 

relative size of the consideration set in different product categories, preferably in a field setting. 

Future studies can also include manipulations of brand evaluations in order to provide a more 

robust test of the proposed ‘latitude of acceptance’ interpretation of the negative effect of 

involvement on the relative size of the consideration set. What’s more, choices resulting from 
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substantial inter-brand comparisons are susceptible to the nature of evaluations (attribute- vs 

alternative-based), and this is also an interesting parameter to consider (Jang and Yoon, 

2016). It goes without saying that contemporary research in the field should also include a 

discussion of how new technologies may alter consumers’ perceptions of being in control of 

their choices. Choice sets are increasingly depending on the behavioural targeting, which, in 

turn, relies on big data. Such processes produce content that is highly customized and can, thus, 

influence customers’ consideration set formation. Notwithstanding these limitations, the 

present research further corroborates the significance of involvement as a determining factor 

in consumer choice processes and demonstrates the importance of the relative size of the CS 

as an additional approach to the study of sequential decision making. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, the present research further corroborates the 

significance of involvement as a determining factor in consumer choice processes and 

demonstrates the importance of the relative size of the CS as an additional approach to the 

study of sequential decision making. 
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